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a b s t r a c t

the Maltese archipelago is comprised of three islands; Malta, comino, and gozo. it is a catholic 
nation who observes the cult of saints in the form of the feast day celebrations, otherwise known as 
festa. Jeremy boissevain published his seminal work, saints and fireworks: religion and politics in 
rural Malta in 1965. though it has been 43 years since the publishing of this work, it is still consid-
ered the leading resource on the topic social anthropology in the Mediterranean, but specifically for 
Malta. using boissevain’s work as a foundation and my recent trip to gozo, i will explore the rela-
tions between competing persons and groups, particularly those related to the religious and secular 
celebrations associated with festa, and how competition between band club groups has gone from 
being sometimes violent to more friendly with a change in the demographic of the committee mem-
bers, e.g. different political affiliation and socio-economic status. I will demonstrate the complexity 
of Maltese life. Whether the Maltese have learned to preserve their band club culture and festa cel-
ebrations as a direct result of conflict resolution is still a work in progress, though great strides have 
been made to protect the outward appearance of unity amongst the Maltese. the question still exists 
as to whether they have succeeded.
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The Maltese Language

included here is a guide to the Maltese language for the 
purposes of assisting the reader with the Maltese names 
and words that appear throughout this paper. Maltese is 
spoken on all the islands of the Maltese archipelago, and 
by all classes. the language is morphologically related to 
north african arabic, but draws much of its vocabulary, 
syntax, and idiom from sicilian (boissevain, 1965: X).

in general, vowels have much the same sound as they do in 
italian. the following consonants are pronounced as indi-
cated: c: chair; g: gentle; g: gift; h: silent; h: aspirate; gh: 
the ghan, is usually silent; j: year; q: glottal stop; x: shine; 
z: zebra; and z: boots.
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the Maltese archipelago forms a port of call between eu-
rope and north africa, between the christian and the Mos-
lem worlds. the Maltese have been in contact with both for 
centuries, and the cultures of both have contributed many 
traits which the islanders have adapted to their own use 
(Jeremy boissevain, saints and fireworks, 1965:1).

Jeremy boissevain conducted research on Malta in 1960 
and 1961 focusing the majority of his efforts on the main 
island of Malta; and its national organizations, leader-
ship, the church and village relations. boissevain includes 
some brief comparison between Malta and her sister island 
Gozo, specifically examining the relationship between Our 
lady of the assumption at the citadel cathedral, and that 
of basilika san gorg, the competing parishes in Victoria. 
boissevain has continued to build his research into a life-
long body of work, but his book, saints and fireworks pub-
lished in 1965, is among the first examples of his research, 
and stands today as the leading resource on the subject of 
social anthropology in the Mediterranean with a specific 
focus on Malta. 

using boissevain’s book as a guide i visited two libraries 
and attended three festa celebrations in Qala, san law-
renz and Victoria, respectively. boissevain’s research on 
the exploration of relations between competing groups, is-
sues and influence is somewhat broad. I chose to narrow 
the focus of my research for the scope of this paper. it be-
came possible to examine gozo and her inhabitants on a 
level more consistent with one of the many attributes gozi-
tans seem to measure community, through participation. 
i chose to examine gozo and gozitans more closely, their 
sense of community and responsibility to their church 
and saints, as practiced by the musicians in the local band 
clubs. in doing so i had the opportunity to glimpse the in-
ner workings of the religious and secular celebrations as-
sociated with the cult of the saints.

History

the Maltese archipelago is located close to the center of the 
Mediterranean sea, approximately 58 miles south of sicily, 
220 miles north of tripoli, and 200 miles west of tunis. 
Malta is geographically poised between europe and north 
africa in a melting pot of culture. the rulers who sought to 
control the islands in strategic alliances would fall to the 
phoenicians, carthaginians, greeks and romans, among 
others. in approximately a.d. 870 Malta fell under Mus-
lim rule before passing to the normans, but by 1530 and 

several rulers and nations later it was emperor charles 
the V who gave the islands to the sovereign Military or-
der of st. John of Jerusalem. other names the order was 
to be known by are the Knights of st. John, the Knights 
of Malta, or the Knights hospitaller. the order vowed to 
help the poor and care for the sick, in addition to waging 
war against islam, among other things. the knights held 
the islands until they were driven out by napoleon in 1798 
(dusgate and selby 1973). the british replaced the french 
in 1800, but it wasn’t until 1814 that the islands were for-
mally ceded to britain under the treaty of paris (dusgate 
and selby 1973; nicholson 2003). the Maltese islands re-
mained in british control until receiving their independ-
ence in 1964. Most recently, Malta has become a member 
of the european union.

Ministry of Education

an event cited as one of the most important in Malta’s early 
history is the shipwreck of paul the apostle in a.d. 60. it is 
widely believed that paul converted many Maltese people 
to Christianity. The only event confirmed as true is the bap-
tizing of the roman governor, publius, who became Malta’s 
first Bishop. Saint Paul is considered the principal patron 
saint of the islands, usually called Missierna san pawl, or 
“our father st. paul” (boissevain 1965:4). it is thought that 
the line of bishops established with publius was broken 
during the period of Muslim rule, and re-established upon 
norman rule two hundred years later. My only intent is to 
demonstrate that the Maltese people in general have a long 
and proud history, and they believe that it has developed 
from this apostolic beginning (buhagiar 2007).  there 
is some speculation historically that the pauline myth is 
not true. however, this is less important and undermines 
the Maltese need for establishing their national identity, 
whether the event is historically accurate or invented iden-
tity. either way, it continues to have bearing on the future 
of the islands, in the villages and in the band clubs today.

Band Clubs, Village Parishes, and Politics

the Maltese islands form a province of the catholic 
church (boissevain 1965). administration of the islands, 
both religious and secular, is largely governed from the 
main island of Malta in the capital of Valletta (falzon 
2007). the islands are divided into the archdiocese of 
Malta and the diocese of gozo, and then separated into 
several parishes. boissevain, using a catholic diction-
ary, defines a parish as the “basic social and territorial 
unit of the church” (boissevain 1965:16). every village 
is a separate parish, though some villages may have two 
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there have existed disputes between the church and po-
litical parties on the islands. 

it is not my intention to discuss these at any length; it is im-
portant to understand that they exist, in addition to other sec-
ular and religious interests in the village that are not related 
to national politics. in centuries past, whenever the Maltese 
lacked a form of centralized government the church acted on 
behalf of the people, representing and protecting their inter-
ests. for this reason it is important to understand the history 
and relationship between the Maltese people, including gozi-
tans, and their village parishes as they relate to band clubs.

the band club culture developed in Malta during the years 
of british colonial rule. stylized after the sicilian groups of 
the mid-nineteenth century and similarly to british mili-
tary bands, the gozo band clubs perform at social func-
tions. in gozo, the performances are particularly related to 
feast celebrations and for visiting dignitaries. boissevain 
discusses the band partiti (singular partit) in association 
with the development of band club culture and its relation-
ship to party politics (boissevain 1965:74-96). it is my un-
derstanding this is true mostly of band clubs on the island 
of Malta and not so much for those on the island of gozo. 
generally speaking, while politics in Malta are effectively 
in play throughout the islands, it is in Malta where the ma-
jority of political strife is displayed in and out of all things 
religious and secular. in gozo however, a more rural island 
community, there is a certain amount of autonomy where-
by gozitans are less competitive with Malta and more so 
within their own village parishes. 

Gozitans develop their familial affinity and political affilia-
tions early in life as part of their sense of identity. an ado-
lescent of twelve begins to understand and make choices for 
themselves in these areas. By the time a young person is fif-
teen years of age, he/she becomes increasingly more active 
within the organizations he/she chooses to support. for band 
clubs, a young person will be invited to become a member 
and learn to play an instrument. the budding musician is 
tutored and mentored by a senior musician within the club. 
the instrument may be chosen by the student, or if there is a 
specific need, the instrument will be assigned to him/her by 
the master teacher. it all depends upon the needs of the club. 
the young student will continue lessons until the time is suit-
able for him/her to join the ranks of the band during public 
performances, usually one and a half to two years, or around 
the age of fourteen or fifteen. Generally, there is no training 
in public school and the novice moves forward within the or-
ganization based upon availability of space. 

prior to the development of the current leone band club 
facility and theatre in 1975, the club used much smaller 
premises. the theatre functions as a community cultural 
venue, used for band club rehearsal and performance to 
full operatic productions, sometimes including choirs, 
in addition to a community center and dance club. the 
band club leadership is comprised of a central commit-
tee and several sub-committees. the sub-committees are 
in charge of different portions of the celebration around 
the feast day, or festa, e.g. fireworks, band marches, street 
decorations, sports and horse racing. the horse racing as 
part of the festa celebration originally began in 1587. the 
races take place on the day of festa about two o’clock in the 
afternoon, down the middle of republic street, the main 
thoroughfare in the city of Victoria. the horses and riders 
come from different parts of the Maltese islands, traveling 
to several festa celebrations during the course of a year to 
compete. originally horses were used primarily for farm-
ing and transportation. the races developed into another 
way for the Maltese people to show dedication to their 
saints and bring prestige to their village. in centuries past 
the winner of the race was presented with a palju, a type of 
flag or banner, but in modern times the winner receives a 
trophy (attard interview 2008).

Festa

on gozo, the citadel in Victoria (rabat to gozitans) is locat-
ed at the point of highest elevation on the island, and it can 
be seen from many of the other villages. Within this fortified 
city of limestone is the cathedral, our lady of the assump-
tion. the cathedral is the church of the bishop, where he has 
his cathedra, or chair. the titular or primary saint is santa 
Maria, the blessed Virgin, also referred to as our lady. the 
assumption refers to an event whereby god takes her body 
without corruption to be united with the resurrected body 
of Jesus. during my stay in gozo, Victoria observed festa, 
or the feast day for our lady. While planning and prepara-
tions begin months in advance there are several key events 
leading up to the festa on 15 august. the festa celebration 
is separated into two parts, the religious celebration in the 
church, and the outer or secular celebration in the streets. it 
is sometimes difficult to separate the sacred from the secu-
lar, because the overall festa is a sacred celebration in the 
minds of gozitans. perhaps a better way to categorize for my 
purposes here would be as visible versus obscured from the 
public eye (inside vs. outside).

the church preparations for the celebration honoring the 
Assumption begin on the first Wednesday in May. There 
are 15 Wednesdays, or l-erbghat ta’ santa Maria, that 
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preparation for the feast. l-erbghat in Maltese is Wednes-
day, plural l-erbghat. the religious celebration is com-
prised of sermon, song, history of the festa, how devotions 
came about while the priest exhorts the parishioners to be 
devout to their saint. following the 15 Wednesdays, are the 
15 days just prior to the celebration, known as the Kwind-
icina, up to and including august 14th, which make up the 
days of preparation. Kwindicina includes the days from 31 
July to 14 august. the triduum or last three days; the 11th, 
12th, and 13th are held in church, where the parishioners 
take part in the religious celebration as described above. 
The 14th is the vigil of the feast and final day of preparation 
which leads up to the feast day proper. late in the after-
noon on the vigil the translation of the relic occurs. this is 
a solemn short procession in which the relic (shown below) 
is taken from one chapel in the church to the main altar for 
the devotion of the faithful. (attard, 2008) in the evening 
there is the vigil proper with prayer and singing. 

the feast day proper is on 15 august, and the celebration 
takes to the streets in a secular manner to include food, 
bands, an agricultural fair, horse racing and fireworks. 
The most important part of festa however is the Pontifical 
procession, with the cathedral chapter and the bishop of 
gozo, which leaves from the cathedral church, processes 
through the streets of Victoria, and returns to the church 
once again. the titular statue of santa Maria is escorted 
around in the procession by men of the church, perhaps 
from one of the confraternities. the band participates dur-
ing the procession by playing religious marches, hymns 
and other music appropriate to the occasion.

there are two rival clubs in Victoria, one for our lady of 
the assumption, of the citadel cathedral, the leone (lion) 
band club; and the other for the basilika san gorg, the as-
tra (stars) band club. by comparison, the festa for saint 
george is observed on 28 July, or the third sunday. origi-
nally, about 60 years ago, it was observed on the fourth 
sunday after easter. the date was changed in more recent 
years due to inclement weather. often the decorations used 
during festa are passed down from generation to genera-
tion, so they can be hundreds of years old. this is true for 
all parishes and band clubs, dependent upon the date of 
their founding.

While some refurbishing is necessary over the many 
years of use, the parish and the club work to preserve 
what they can and thought it best to move the feast 
for saint george to help preservation of their relics.  
upon my arrival in Malta i discovered i had just missed 

the feast of saint george, but attended festa in Qala in cel-
ebration of san giuseppe, or saint Joseph, and that in san 
lawrenz in honor of saint lawrence. observing both of 
these feast celebrations helped me to put Victoria’s festa, 
honoring the assumption, in clearer overall perspective.

rivalry occurs on the parish level only. the goal is to cele-
brate the best feast, characterized by the amount of street 
decorations, church celebrations, number of bands play-
ing, and people in attendance, with the fireworks as the 
grand finale.  Regardless of origin or duration there are 
some cleavages and divisions cutting across communities 
at various levels. Village unity is the ideal, but these di-
visions called partiti, refer to parties, or factions. partiti 
are said to have pika; meaning competition, ill-feeling, or 
hostility between them. the oldest permanent divisions 
exist between the supporters of rival band clubs, and this 
division is directly related to the cult of the saints. par-
ishes celebrate many other saints in addition to the pa-
tron saint. the feasts for the secondary saints are usually 
less lavish than those for the titular saint. organization 
of the annual festa requires much planning, and the cost 
of these feasts could vary considerably. the parish priest 
controls the planning and preparation of the internal 
and external celebrations in most villages. however, the 
priest may choose to delegate to a procurator, but some-
times to a committee. in some villages, as is the case on 
gozo, the details of the external feast are handled by the 
band club committee.

the origin of the festa partiti are traced from between 1850 
to 1900 approximately, and arose out of disputes between 
people or groups interested in the celebrations of the titu-
lar saint and that of a lesser saint. disputes often result 
from questions of precedence, such as those which arise 
over their positions and role during the titular festa or at 
an installation ceremony of a new parish priest (boissev-
ain 1965:95). if the parties concerned are unable to arrive 
at some sort of agreement, the result could be the boycott 
by one or both groups of the celebration. actions between 
competing groups takes place within a framework bound-
ed by the decrees of the church, the laws of the state and a 
certain body of custom. permission from the church must 
be sought to hang new pictures in churches, or to use new 
procession routes; without which the result could be sup-
pression of the feast, desecration of the church or the in-
terdiction of the leaders (boissevain 1964). determination 
of position in hierarchy is determined by seniority, such as 
the date of ordination or appointment to office, as is the 
case with clergy, in concert with marks of honor conferred 
by church authorities.
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and this ranking becomes an important determinant of 
the order in which the participants take part. the order of 
precedence is an important organizational principle, op-
erating in both the secular as well as the religious arenas, 
and so becomes one of the basic causes of dispute between 
villages and band clubs (boissevain 1964; 1979).

When observing the leone band club at festa, it is not with 
polished rank and file that this group marched through the 
streets of Victoria, with bystanders dutifully lining the 
streets. rather, they appeared to stroll in a leisurely fash-
ion, more like that of wandering minstrels, grouped with 
like instruments. a group of supporters, predominantly 
made up of children, carry the enormous leone band 
Club flag bearing the coat of arms, a lion with a lyre. Other 
members of the community file out of shops and line the 
streets like accidental participants, while family members 
and supporters either walk in front of or follow behind the 
band. observing the occasion of this band club “parade” 
from one of the upper walkways of the citadel, i was some-
what confused and charmed by the camaraderie the com-
munity and the band apparently share. the followers are 
as much participants as the musicians and the flag bearers, 
and comprise the membership in the local parish of our 
lady of the assumption.

Conclusion

In regard to band clubs, after my first visit to Gozo the im-
pression i am left with is this: though musicians in general 
will improve over time, it is less about how good one is, but 
rather he/she participate in the organization. in this case, 
the band club and festa particularly related to the external 
celebration. a person’s development as a musician is sec-
ondary to their development as a functioning part of the 
body as a whole. the individual’s sense of loyalty to their 
parish church and their band club outweighs that of pride 
in personal achievement through music. one condition 
does not exist without the other. it appears to be somewhat 
of a symbiotic relationship. as a musician (in addition to 
an anthropologist), having played in various types of en-
sembles for over 30 years, i admit to having some pre-
conceived ideas and expectations. however, i didn’t really 
know what to expect from gozitans. i would argue that the 
organization can only be judged by the limit of support and 
participation by which they function, in addition to techni-
cal merit. there is a level of pride which cannot be believed 
and understood until it has been witnessed. even then, i 
don’t know that we can fully understand it, unless we are 
active participants within the club itself. 

perhaps in years past, the festa celebrations in Malta may 
have been organized by church associations and could at 
times be violently competitive to the detriment of the par-
ish community. boissevain believed this competitive na-
ture would possibly lead to the demise of band club culture 
in Malta if not curtailed. boissevain mentions the develop-
ment of church regulations in 1935 to prevent the disrup-
tion of parish harmony in rivalry between band clubs and 
the support for the titular saint and the celebration of other 
saints (boissevain 1965: 74-75). since that time the band 
clubs of gozo have doubled in size. according to Mr. at-
tard this is largely due to the fact that smaller villages have 
begun to develop band clubs where they were previously 
non-existent. in part due to the nature of village competi-
tion, more like “if they can do it, so can we.” it has become 
another means by which parishioners, young and old, can 
make a contribution to and show loyalty for their parish 
church and saints.

While disputes still occur on some level, they are not as 
disruptive as they once were, at least by appearance to the 
village outsider. the festa celebration today is largely put in 
the hands of the band club committee, which is made up of 
different persons from different political parties and social 
statuses (boissevain 2006), and this is what i would ar-
gue has created a more cooperative environment between 
clubs and club members. the closest relationship i can 
equate this to in the united states is that of rival football 
teams and bands, competing for their respective schools. 
pride is important, but in gozo there is a level of politi-
cal and religious awareness that pervades every action. as 
when boissevain wrote his book, village unity is the ideal 
for which the clubs strive, and not all villages have resorted 
to physical violence. 

While boissevain’s work is insightful and helpful for re-
search purposes, i discovered i had other questions that 
could not be answered except by conducting field research 
in gozo. i spent 20 days on the island, and came away un-
derstanding that boissevain’s body of work is still the go-
to guide for better understanding Maltese culture, politics 
and band clubs. this paper is merely a beginning to un-
derstanding the differences between Malta and gozo when 
examining band club culture on a deeper level. there are 
other perspectives to consider, e.g. that of the priest, the 
parishioner, the musician and the politician. boissevain’s 
focus is primarily on Malta, the main island. i chose to nar-
row the focus further still and look more closely at gozo 
and the gozitans, their sense of community and responsi-
bility to their church and saints, as practiced by the musi-
cians in the local band clubs. i was modestly successful in 
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my endeavor. i believe there are works left to be done and 
more questions yet to ask. this project will require many 
more hours of observation and interview to become a cohe-
sive body of ethnographic work by which band club culture 
can be understood.

Notes

i was accepted to the expeditions applied anthropology 
summer field school in Gozo, Malta for summer 2008. As 
an undergraduate student with interests in cultural an-
thropology, history and music, i wanted to focus on the 
music culture of the island. of course i went straight to 
the internet, and included a trip to the university library 
at california state university, fullerton. during my initial 
research i discovered there wasn’t much about music, ex-
cept for references to the band clubs of the region, and his-
tory of Western music’s influence on Malta.

upon further inquiry i found a book by Jeremy boissev-
ain, but remained convinced there must be something else 
available, and continued my search up until the day i left 
for gozo. by this time the only thing of which i was certain 
was that i would focus my efforts on discovering what band 
clubs are, how they came about and what makes them dif-
ferent from community bands and the like in the united 
states and elsewhere.

When i arrived on the island i was determined to continue 
my research by finding other notable sources and busied 
myself with finding the local library. Much to my dismay I 
was referred to boissevain’s book not just once, but several 
times more by the summer school professors and the gozo 
library archivist, dr. Joseph bezzina. in fact, boissevain’s 
book really is the leading resource in english and he is 
considered the master. My approach, i decided, needed to 
focus on current band club culture and parish politics as 
they apply today in gozo, forty-three years since boissev-
ain published saints and fireworks. With this goal in mind 
i found support and help through expeditions’ professors 
and mentors, in addition to conversations with anton f. 
attard, respected author and retired civil servant; and dr. 
Joseph bezzina, head of department church history, pa-
trology, and palaeochristian archaeology, faculty of the-
ology at the university of Malta. 

i would like to thank the staff at the gozo lending library 
and at the gozo public library for their patience and as-
sistance, especially for the guidance provided by archivist 
dr. Joseph bezzina who generously offered his time and 
expertise, in addition to introducing me to anton f. attard. 

i would like to thank Mr. attard for graciously allowing me 
to conduct and record an interview with him and for help-
ing me to gain a better understanding from the gozitan 
point of view. Mr. attard’s insight has provided me with 
valuable assistance in the interpretation of the material 
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and events surrounding band club culture and festa cel-
ebration. additionally, i wish to thank charles a. frazee 
history professor emeritus, california state university, 
fullerton for expertly, and gently schooling me on the 
catholic terms and events i had not yet grasped. finally, 
i would like to acknowledge and thank professor dr. Marc 
Vanlangendonck, sam Janssen, and Joe bryoen for their 
expert advice and guidance during my first anthropologi-
cal field experience. Admittedly, this subject is far more 
complex than i had anticipated. i hope to return to gozo 
in the future to continue this ethnographic study and build 
upon the research that i have started.
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